Experiential learning through Program Evaluation: Assessing external barriers to Bridgehaven attendance.
This cross-sectional study was conducted as an experiential project in a graduate Program Evaluation class. We worked together as a team to solve difficulties that occurred when evaluating a program for the first time, including overcoming initial fears and identifying the appropriate focus. The goal of this study was to identify the most common barriers to attendance at Bridgehaven Mental Health Services, a community-based outpatient program tailored to aid in the transition from hospitals to community living. External barriers to attendance were examined by an adapted version of the Structural Barriers to Clinic Attendance Scale (SCBA) and a researcher-created qualitative measure. Between-group t-tests and non-parametric analyses indicated that a far walk from the bus stop and negative perceptions of staff behavior were significant external barriers to Bridgehaven attendance among 42 adult members with severe mental illness. Additionally, themes from the qualitative data revealed that 74.7% of members viewed other obligations and appointments as barriers to their attendance. About half of the members surveyed indicated the positive impact of groups on attendance. Overall findings revealed the importance of considering external barriers, particularly issues related to transportation, scheduling, and social perceptions when identifying solutions to declining attendance rates. Through the process of conducting this study, we learned invaluable skills (e.g., problem-solving, teamwork, collaboration, and flexibility) that will carry with us as we evaluate programs in the future.